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Cotton and Corn sections for Holmes Co. Field Crops Newsletter:

July 24, 1999

Cotton:
I saw something that shocked me last Friday; a field of cotton that looked really good
with one exception. About 30 percent of the squares had been punctured by boll weevils. There
were so many weevils that I found one crawling on my shirt while walking in the field. Before
you get upset, I will have to tell you that the field I was walking in was near Milan, Tennessee.
After visiting the No-Till Field Day at Milan with other agents, we toured several local farms in
an area that is not yet in the Boll Weevil Eradication Program, and I was quickly reminded of
how things used to be around here.
We have gone through a lot to get to where we are in the Eradication Program, but I was
quickly reminded of how valuable the program really is. Our way of looking at cotton has
changed, and is destined to change even more in the future. The field I refer to above was fruited
well enough to produce two bales per acre, but the local Extension agent told me the normal
yield was around 600 pounds, since the top crop is usually destroyed by weevils.
I am spending a lot of time these days with a sweep net in area fields. In all the years I
have worked with cotton, I have never seen so many beneficial insects and spiders. The list
includes ladybugs in adult and larval stages, lacewing adults and larvae, minute pirate bugs,
assassin bugs, wheel bugs, nabids, wasps, several types of spiders, and others. This voracious
mob must make small worms feel like the only chicken on the table at a family reunion. Most
worm eggs don’t even get a chance to hatch since they are being destroyed before they hatch.
There is no doubt that reduced use of insecticides resulting from the Eradication Program has
made the development of high beneficial insect levels possible.
At the risk of my career, I want to mention something that has caught my attention lately,
that of the so-called “terminator” technology being promoted by at least one major corporation
involved with biotechnology. With this tool, the seed that are produced on your farm may be
rendered incapable of germination. Throughout the years of biotechnology development in
cotton, I have happily accepted those improvements which have been positive for farmers, such
as the Bt, BXN, and RR, but I think this new attempt to make it impossible for you or anyone
else to save seed, is questionable.
The reason given for accepting terminator technology is that the seed company has little
or no control over seed saving in other countries, and that with this technology only chosen seed
farms will be able to produce viable seed. I will have to admit this makes some sense because
the technology you have to buy annually may only be purchased once by some of our foreign
competitors. However, there are other questions as to the reliability of such a complex system,
and the possibility of the trait being naturally transferred to other plant species.
Biotechnology has been good to us, and it promises even greater things in the future, but I
question the right of anyone to acquire such broad power. Having worked in the seed industry
myself, I well remember years when seed companies were not able to supply the demand for
planting seed, and farmers had to plant seed from other sources. Should terminator technology
become a reality, this will not be an option. You should research this for yourself and pass along
your thoughts to those who represent us.
E. Flint

Corn:

With few exceptions, the corn crop has fared well in this area. Other areas have not done
as well. On the trip to Milan we saw a lot of corn, and most of it showed moisture stress. I was
able to walk in several fields, and the yield potential is fairly good, indicating that dry weather
arrived after pollination. Most of our fields are only now being stressed; we will see a yield
reduction, but to a lesser degree.
Southwestern corn borers have made their presence apparent in corn fields all around the
area, but in most cases I feel the crop is ahead of them in development, and that any yield
reduction will be minimal. Should we have heavy winds prior to harvest, there may be some
damage caused by lodging. Where possible, plan on starting your harvest just as soon as your
ability to dry the grain will permit. Research has shown that the optimal moisture level for
harvesting is about 22 percent if drying facilities are available. After this point, losses can be
credited to birds, insects, shattering, and field decay; should the stalks fall, these problems
become more serious, and combines will be unable to gather all of the ears properly. Every day
you wait will mean more lost yield. We have the potential for the highest yields since corn
returned to our area; the way we manage the harvest will determine our success. It’s not yield
until it’s in the bin.
E. Flint

